For early years practitioners there is a need to ensure that young children who do less well than their peers should be specifically targeted with support so that local authorities can gradually improve the Foundation Stage Profile results for the 20% of children who are seen as falling behind at that stage of their education. This is often described as 'narrowing the gap'. The Centre for Excellence and Outcomes in Children and Young People's Services (C4EO) has published a review of approaches in early years practice which are shown to be effective in narrowing the gap for these children (the latest versions of C4EO reviews can be found on their website at www.C4EO.org.uk). This includes the finding that attending pre-school is good for all children but seems to be particularly helpful for children from poorer socio-economic backgrounds and those for whom English is not their first language. There is considerable evidence that early years interventions can narrow the gap between disadvantaged and other children in terms of their cognitive, social and behavioural development. However, the provision needs to be of a high quality and the EPPE study investigated pre-schools where children achieved good or excellent outcomes and found that such pre-schools 1 :
· View cognitive and social development of children as complementary, and avoid prioritising one over the other. · Provide children with a mix of learning through free play and group work initiated by staff. Free play is important because it enables children to explore their own interests and take responsibility for their own learning. In excellent pre-school settings, children spent around two-thirds of their time in child-initiated activities.
· Provide opportunities for 'sustained shared thinking' between adults and children, whereby the child and the adult work together to extend and develop learning. · Provide learning opportunities that are tailored to the needs of particular individuals and groups of children, such as those who do not speak English at home.
To what extent do you feel that your provision meets these quality criteria and can you give examples for each? If not, can you think of ways in which your setting could move towards this?
